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Ensign: Parapsychology and the Survival of Bodily Death

Parapsychology and the Survival
of Bodily Death
C. David Ensign

From its earliest beginnings, the human race has always believed in survival
after bodily death. Some individuals have doubted it, and in this modern age many
do. For countless scientifically-minded persons today the very idea of survival is
inconceivable. All major religions teach, and have always taught, some form of
immortality, but today many otherwise good members of these faiths are compelled to doubt it. For others, these formerly vital beliefs have become attenuated.
They are considered to be based on fantastic myths which in turn spring from
mere wishful thinking. The philosophies which would justify such beliefs are said
to be instances of ingenious reasoning which are, unfortunately, based on no sort
of empirical proof. Indeed, many doubt that such proof could possibly be forthcoming.
This passing is strange, when one comes to think of it, since primitive man was
scarcely philosophical, ,and nothing if not empirically-minded. He must have based
his belief on observed phenomena, such as dreams, visions and messages from
the dead. These and similar phenomena are still frequently witnessed. The question
is how to interpret them. Parapsychologists study them, but interpret them in differing ways, even as you and I do. Certainly if there is any empirical proof of
survival, as distinguished from religious and philosophical "proofs," it will continue to be found in such phenomena. Spiritualists (or spiritists) of various religious
backgrounds base their faith in large degree on them. If we were to do so we would
need to know a great deal more about these phenomena than is commonly known.
The Christian faith is partly built on psychical phenomena, but more especially
on the resurrection of Jesus Christ. Such an occurrence cannot be scientifically
proved to have happened, but we do know as a matter of history that the disciples
believed it to be true. The Christian Church would never have been established
otherwise.
Modern biological science has made us more aware of the dependence of mind
and body on each other. We know that sickness affects the mind as well as the
body, and that mental attitudes make for health or disease. Personality changes
are noted as a result of bodily states of health. No one would doubt that mental
states are closely allied to physical functions. These facts point to a parallelism, of
body and mind. That there is a causal dependency, so that the death of the body
inevitably leads to the cessation of the human mind or personality is an assumption
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which, while considered logical by many, does not necessarily follow. The body
may be considered an instrument of thE! mind, soul. spirit, personality-call it what
you will. Thus, losing the instrument, the mind survives, but cannot function on its
former, earthly level. Is it completely immaterial, as Platonism suggests? Perhaps,
but it is very difficult to imagine such a form of existence. Other theories postulate
some form of "spiritual" body (q.v. Paul in I Cor. 15 :44). This body might be in
some sense "physical", and would be capable of separation from the flesh and
blood body. Thus, to use a crude analogy, if my violin were broken I could no
longer make music upon it. Yet "I" the musician would not cease to exist. Nor does
it necessarily follow that I do not have, or cannot obtain, another, hopefully much
superior, instrument, thus making more beautiful music than before.
It is often said that belief in survival is merely a form of "wishful thinking."
Certainly many of us do desire it. Some claim to believe in survival despite their
desire to be extinguished. Perhaps it will be contended that they subconsciously
desire it. Though it is impossible to prove such subjective motives, such a possibility should not be ignored. Indeed, if wishful thinking conflicts with established
proofs, or if there is no objective evidence for survival, what thoughtful man will
claim more than a hope for it?
As a matter of fact, there is no proof that we do not survive, and there are
evidences that may well support survival. Wishful thinking may motivate us to
study this problem, or to express a religiously based faith in survival, but the
problem of proof remains.
Can survival possibly be a scientific problem? If surviving personalities can and
do give evidence of their continued activities, the answer certainly ought to be
"yes." That phenomena detectable on the physical plane are experienced by some
-psychics, mediums, the bereaved, and others-is a matter of record. It remains
to prove conclusively that these phenomena are actually caused by surviving personalities. The science of parapsychology has studied them. There is as yet no
conclusive proof. Perhaps there cannot be. However, until we know that, it would
seem that this subject remains a legitimate one for science. It is certainly an
important one.
It will also be urged from the side of religion that to make a matter of faith a
scientific problem is to profane it. Yet things which come to be seen as impossible
or incredible will not long be believed. We are now suffering such a crisis of faith.
Only lip-service, if that, is given by many religious persons to our doctrine of immortality. To consider it again worthy of consideration may help. To be sure, we
are taking a chance. We do not yet know that parapsychology's verdict will eventually support it. In the meantime one may well counsel reliance on faith. Nor will
the time ever come when faith will not be needed. The more we know, the more
we know we don't know. A little knowledge may be a dangerous thing, but more
profound knowledge deepens the wonder and mystery of this universe.
The faith crisis is not new. In the last century materialistic conclusions from
science made many doubt anything immaterial. In protest against such climate
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arose an interest in Spiritualism, mesmerism, idealistic philosophy, Christian
Science, and other such emphases on the "supernatural" and "spiritual." The
fathers of the Society for Psychical Research, founded in London in 1882, sought
to study such factors in a scientific manner, hoping to strengthen faith. The American S.P.R. was founded soon after.
Many observations had been made before Dr. William MacDougall came to Duke
University in 1927. There, Dr. J. B. Rhine and his wife Dr. Louisa Rhine began
testing telepathy, clairvoyance, precognition, and later psychokinesis, in ways possible of statistical analysis. In some cases the results showed an astronomically
great improbability that they were produced by chance alone. Parapsychology became a new science. It has proved the existence of paranormal phenomena over
and over again. The significance of these phenomena, especially those which might
throw light on the survival hypothesis, is not yet clear.
For one thing, science can only study the supernormal, not the supernatural,
which is a faith assumption. Science might establish the survival of a human personality after death, but "eternal life" and "immortality" must remain matters of
faith.
Since the dawn of time humans have experienced contact with "ghosts," both
as spontaneous phenomena and through gifted psychics, called mediums, medicine
men, shamans, seers, and many other things. We have proven the existence of
extrasensory communication among the living. What right have we to assume that
any of it comes from the "dead"? How could we prove it? If information is given
which the medium does not know, somebody knows it. May he or she not have
gotten it telepathically from that person? Or the information can be checked in
some place. Could it have come from that source through clairvoyance? Of course,
if the information is not on "this" earth, one could not possibly prove that it was
"veridical," or true to fact. Therefore, the descriptions of "the other side" could
well be imaginative fabrications of the medium's unconscious mind. They might
also be true, but how could one prove it? "Seeing" ghosts then would be hallucinating, even when veridical information was given. Although there would be no
proof that these visions were not objective, the presupposition based on many
other hallucinations, would be that they were purely subjective. Likewise the
sometimes striking phenomena attributed to ghosts, or of the seance room, could
be caused by psychokinesis, even where trickery were ruled out-itself a "tricky"
thing to do.
A discouraging situation indeed! Parapsychologists are still studying the nature
of extrasensory (ESP) and extramotor (PK) phenomena in the reasonable hope of
trying to learn how they work. Although not much progress has yet been made in
this direction, in time it may throw added light on the significance of survival
phenomena. To many of us, a world of ESP and PK phenomena seems to be a more
hospitable one to spiritual possibilities, including survival.
In the meantime, these selfsame phenomena ought not be overlooked or forgotten. Nor ought the facile assumptions of a now outmoded mechanistic and ma-
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terialistc interpretation of science to be unquestioningly accepted as the only reasonable ones. If we assume that these phenomena may point to survival, we are
much more likely to unravel their secrets that we would be otherwise. Certainly no
evidence could possibly convince one who begins with a presupposition that survival is impossible. The impossible cannot be, and any explanation will seem preferable to what might otherwise be conceded to be the obvious one-that humans
do survive bodily death.
What are some of these phenomena?
People have always, in all times and in all places, had experiences which they
interpreted to be confrontations with the dead. Some of these were in dreams. Unlike many earlier men, we would be more inclined to interpret these as purely
subjective. Other apparitions seem to be very objective, and even "material." The
fact that the psychological word for these "visions" is "hallucinations" really
begs the question of their objectivity by assuming that all are subjective, as most
hallucinations obviously are. In some such cases the apparition was seen by many
persons. One of the few apparently well-documented cases was that of a lady
"spirit" in a Maine village in 1806, recorded by a stranger, the Rev. Abraham Cummings. The interpretation that such cases are caused by telepathy may seem very
far-fetched.
In the Chaffin Will case, the spirit of the deceased father appeared to one of his
sons, telling him where a later will, unknown to anyone, could be found. It was.
Of course it is difficult to prove that the information could not have come through
telepathy or clairvoyance, though the most obvious explanation would seem to be
a communication from the dead.
The fact that the living also appear in spectral form on occasion has been used
to discredit apparitions of the dead, but why might not both be true?
Many persons have had what they interpret to be "out-of-the-body" experiences.
They may have gained knowledge of things and places which they have not visited
in the physical body. The fact that such knowledge can also be obtained through
clairvoyance may cast doubt upon the reality of this travel in the "astral" or spirit
body. To those who experience it, however, there seems to be no doubt, both that
they travel thus, and that, since they can separate from their bodies while still
alive, they will do so permanently when they die.
Most apparitions occur at times of crisis, especially at, or after, the bodily death
of the person. Whether all this can be traced back to telepathy from the as-yet
living, received in an hallucinatory form, is questionable. Likewise, the dying often
have visions of the dead, coming to take them "home." Some have even "returned"
from the dead with stories of wonderful travels and visions. Here again, it is not
sufficient to assume that these are all subjective, despite their impressions of objectivity, on those who actually experience them.
There is no more questionable subject than that of alleged "materializations."
These are usually of the dead, who are clothed in a semi-material body of "ectoplasma." Very few mediums seem to be able to do this. Fraud is rampant, especially
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in public seances. Yet some otherwise careful scientists studied the matter
thoroughly and were convinced of the reality of at least some materializations.
This would not be proof positive of survival, but would seem to point in that direction.
Physical phenomena of the seance room may include "direct voice," "spirit"
photography, rappings , knockings, touchings, movings, lights, and many such striking material evidences. Here again fraud is all too common, as is self-deception.
If this can be ruled out, one can attribute it to psychokinesis (PK), the power of
the human spirit to influence matter through thought alone. Though this PK can
best be attributed to the participants, some could conceivably come through
"spirits," as claimed, and thus would be evidence for survival.
"Poltergeists" have been blamed for highly striking destructive phenomena. In
most cases the cause seems to rest in living human "mediums," usually adolescents,
whose frustrations find expression in psychokinetc energy. Whether possession
from the dead, or direct inspiration from the same is ever involved is exceedingly
difficult to determine. Poltergeist activity would only be proof of survival if it were
established.
Cases of "possession" are usually interpreted by modern psychologists as evidence of "split" or multiple personalities in the living person. A case such as that
of "the Watseka wonder" does at least seem to be more than this. Mary Roff died
at the age of 18. Lurancy Vennum, daughter of a family but slightly acquainted
with the Roffs, was one year old at the time. When she became thirteen she was
possessed of the spirit of Mary, went to live in the Roff family, and had the personality and memories of the dead girl for three months, before the rightful personality of Lurancy returned.
The chief weight of evidence for survival, however, has always rested upon
alleged communication from the deceased. Feelings of presence, dreams and hallucinations of (or from) the dead have been experienced by countless persons
throughout history. It is easy, however, to attribute them to purely subjective
factors, as most psychologists do.
Often more striking and veridical are messages given through a "medium."
These may come in many ways through the medium's unconscious mind. Some
come through automatisms, such as writing, raps, table-tipping, ouija boards, and
the like. Other messages are given through the voice of the usually entranced medium. The voice may mimic that of the deceased, or apparently come from a source
independent of the medium's voice. In many cases the medium was not acquainted
with either the deceased or the sitter. In "proxy" sittings, the visitor inquires for
another person. This would seem to make telepathy a more difficult explanation,
though of course, since we do not know its limits, not impossible. Though the bulk
of such material may be vague and uncertain, in the best cases striking veridical
evidence is conveyed.
If one is able to rule out all normal means of obtaining veridical information,
extrasensory perception is, of course, left. Most mediums would agree that they
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use ESP in its various forms (telepathy, clairvoyance and precognition) . The open
question is whether any of this involves the spirits of the "dead," as it usually
purports to do. Certainly the medium reports this as a fact of her experience,
though she cannot prove it. The sitter may be impressed by the characteristic personality of the loved one coming through. There may also be evidence of some
ability possessed by the deceased, such as a language or skill not known by the
medium, though admittedly this is rare.
Speaking in "tongues" is said to be an activity of the Holy Spirit. Speaking in
foreign tongues (xenoglossy) is sometimes attributed to a communicating spirit.
How do we explain instances of one who not only speaks but converses fluently
in an ancient tongue, such as Chinese or Egyptian, when this person knew not a
word of it normally? Or how would you explain the case of Mrs. Brown, a poorly
educated English housewife with little musical knowledge, who plays creditable
works in the style of deceased composers? She claims to be inspired by their
spirits.
Certainly a relatively uninspired medium could give some facts which might
prove to be true, and some greeting which might be held to be characteristic, along
with much inane nonsense, all of which might have come from her own unconscious mind, with its dramatic and myth-making ability. The better cases, however,
rise far beyond this level, though their source may still be impossible to prove.
They involve dramatic interaction with the sitters, and the ability to pick out the
deceased's friends in the group with characteristic style and drama. Even with
liberal allowance for a fantastic grasp of ESP not yet approached under any laboratory conditions, it is difficult to think of a better explanation than the alleged
one, that such sessions represent communication from the deceased.
Usually in such communications, however, the influence of the medium's own
mind, and perhaps of the sitters ', is detectable. One theory has it that these influences blend with that of the ostensible communicator to create a persona, which
is a mixture of all. One can see how valid communication could occur in this way.
The most complex messages are those of the "cross communications. " Toward
the beginning of this century a number of recently deceased pioneers of the psychical research movement are believed to have made themselves known through a
number of mediums. These, separated by great distances, and often unaware of
each other, began to receive cryptic messages, which, put together, made sense.
These usually referred to classical mythology, in which some of the alleged communicators were experts during their earth lives. Some of the mediums were quite
ignorant of the subject matter, but as one of them wasn't, it has sometimes been
held that she was the source of telepathic communication to the others. When the
similarities of the messages were finally detected, it was seen that the various
ones put together made coherent patterns. If from the dead, this shows their ability
to plan intelligently and take the initiative. One needs to study the records of
these cross correspondences in considerable detail before making any judgment
as to their adequacy for their purpose. Those who have done so are amazed at the
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intricate detail shown, and may feel that these alone prove not only that the socalled dead survive, but also that they retain their wit and will.
Parapsychology has not yet answered the question, "Do the dead survive?", but
it has amassed an enormous amount of material, much of which has relevance to
the problem. Among those who have studied the evidence, some are convinced
that the dead survive, but others are not. What accounts for the difference? One is
tempted to think that prejudice plays a large part. According to a person's world
view, the proposition is either credible or not. If incredible, no evidence, no matter
how good, could suffice. On the other hand, if the will to believe is strong enough,
any evidence may be accepted as proof. Although the words of these authorities
vary, and cannot be said to settle the problem, they are of interest.
The philosopher C. J. Ducasse agrees essentially with those researchers who
believe "that the balance of the evidence so far obtained is on the side of the
reality of survival and, in the best cases, of survival not merely of memories of the
life on earth, but of survival also of the most significant capacities of the human
mind, and of continuing exercise of these."l Paul Beard states that "a scientific
hypothesis of survival, however strong, can at best stamp only one side of the
coin: a man's own powers of dealing with his own evidence and experience, his
interior endorsements of it, and his resulting discoveries of or about his self which
will survive, are needed to stamp the coin's other side." In this way, subjective
conviction will eventually come to pass, as "the religions of the world in various
forms and manners of their own have already discovered and re-discovered countless times."2
Hornell Hart concluded that "Human personality does survive bodily death.
That is the outcome which I find emerging when the strongest anti-survivalist arguments and the strongest rebuttals are considerd thoroughly, with dispassionate
open-mindedness. "3
When asked how he stood on the subject, Gardner Murphy answered: "What
happens when an irresistible force strikes an immovable object?" As a psychologist, he does not actually anticipate finding himself in existence after physical
death. "If this is the answer that the reader wants, he can have it. But if this
means that in a serous philosophical argument I would plead the anti-survival case,
the conclusion is erroneous. I linger because I cannot cross the stream. We need
far more evidence; we need new perspective; perhaps we need more courageous
minds."4
If the religious believer in immortality concludes from this that parapsychology
is not yet ready to put its scientifc imprimatur on his faith, he will be quite right.
As a believer, he may feel that he does not need it. Yet he ought not to scorn the
devoted work of so many, who have laboriously obtained such a vast amount of
evidence. What it will all have accomplished in relation to our question is not yet
clear, but it can hardly be irrelevant or meaningless. Scientific method always
works in such a slow, methodical and critical manner. If it did not, it would not
have made itself worthy of the widespread respect it enjoys. Possibly science may
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never be able to solve this particular problem. Religion may always be the last
court of appeal, on this earth (though if we survive, we shall all know it soon
enough!) . Yet in this scientifc age, any believer who intentionally ignored whatever
help science might be prepared to give would be acting irresponsibly. Parapsychology offers a thought-provoking contribution toward answering the question of
immortality.
Payne Theological Seminary
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